This paper is concerned with the universal provision of telecommunications services. It is argued in this paper that universal service is no longer entirely driven by social inclusion imperatives, but is also increasingly driven by emerging governance imperatives. The focus of this paper is on Internet access in general. The debate has moved on since the empirical work for this project was carried out and is more clearly focused on access to broadband.
"The knowledge economy must be an economy for the many and not the few".
Tony Blair, Speech to CBI and TUC, 7 March 2000.
Introduction 4
This paper is concerned with the universal provision of telecommunications services. Universal service provision (USP) "… means that basic telephone services should be available to everybody upon reasonable request and at an affordable price. These services are considered essential for everyone in current economic and social conditions, and risk not being provided under competition alone." 5 After several year of receiving little attention, USP is emerging as a key issue in telecommunications. In the United States where arguably the concept has its origins and where the concept is firmly entrenched in federal legislation 6 and although debate has arisen fuelled by concerns about access to broadband 7 , the concern is more about reform rather than questioning the validity of the concept. 8 In the United Kingdom the same issue is generating debate about universal service. 9 The interrelationship between Internet (more specifically broadband) access and universal service has attracted comment from the House of Commons Trade and Industry Committee 10 and from the Scottish Parliament's Enterprise and xxx Committee.
11 Ofcom, which is currently carrying out a comprehensive Telecommunications Review 12 has announced that it will also carry out a review of Universal Service. This paper, although concerned with access to the Internet in general rather than broadband access in particular seeks to add something to the current debate. A key element of that debate should be the impact of expanding Internet access on the socalled "digital divide." If the danger of expanding that divide and exacerbating social exclusion are to be avoided, steps must be taken to expand access amongst those most likely to be excluded. The danger is possibly compounded by access to broadband. As use of the Internet becomes more and more widely used, the problem becomes greater for those likely to be excluded.
It is argued in this paper that universal service is no longer entirely driven by social inclusion imperatives, but is also increasingly driven by emerging governance imperatives. 13 The present government's intention is to deliver as many public services as possible via the Internet by 2005. 14 If the digital divide persists the delivery of public services will not be universal. This in turn could exacerbate the exclusion of the social groups heavily reliant on public services -it could generate an element of "governance" rather than simply "social" exclusion. Such developments raise important questions about the very definition of "universal service" and what it encompasses.
The paper examines qualitative evidence gathered by the authors within Scotland and argues that the drive to close that divide, in this part of the United Kingdom might not be hitting the target. This paper does not attempt to offer solutions to what are ultimately policy issues in an extremely turbulent technological domain. It explores attitudes and attitudinal shifts among those most likely to be excluded if there is a significant shift towards public access to government services electronically and Internet access -including broadband -become sufficiently ubiquitous to be regarded as universal. It is an attempt to assess, albeit at a very initial level, through qualitative data obtained in and relating to a specific area of the United Kingdom (Scotland), whether a digital divide is likely to persist or be exacerbated by such developments. In the light of such evidence the paper seeks to explore whether access to the Internet is a legitimate part of a universal service obligation and in particular whether governance objectives form a legitimate aspect of a Universal Service obligation.
The empirical work was carried out on focus groups selected from three geographical areas across Scotland. All groups were drawn from traditionally "socially excluded" sectors of society. The focus was a series of themes that reflect the aims of the research: to identify attitudes towards use, actual or potential of the Internet amongst such groups and the barriers, actual or perceived to so doing. The results of this study are examined with these dominant themes explored. By way of conclusion the results are used to inform the debate, theoretical and juristic surrounding the extension of universal service to meet governance targets on delivering government services over the Internet.
The focus of this paper is on Internet access in general. The debate has moved on since the empirical work for this project was carried out and is more clearly focussed on access to broadband. 15 Our concern was not with broadband access per se, but with access to digital communications in general. Furthermore, although the emphasis of recent government pronouncements is with Internet (and more 13 It is at least arguable that these imperatives underlined the debate over USP in the United States and in the European Union -see below, pp Xxx.
14 Joint announcement by First Minister and Prime Minister, 31 March 2000. 15 The Enterprise and Culture Committee of the Scottish Parliament has now published its Report on Broadband in Scotland in two volumes, available at http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/enterprise/reports/elr04-04-vol01-01.htm particularly broadband) roll-out and coverage, our concern has been with access to the Internet.
Our research suggests that such direct public funding initiatives can meet only the smallest part of such governance objectives, primarily because they do not adequately redress access imbalances. True, entire aspects of that redress will depend on direct public funding -for example, to remedy inequalities in IT education -but for the present there is no theoretical construct for determining whether and how governance objectives are to be met and the extent to which they can be met through USP.
Universal Service Provision -Definition and Scope
The concept of "universal service" is generally seen as originating in the United States, in the Communications Act of 1934, an important element of F.D. Roosevelt's "New Deal." The Act in fact does not use the expression, but the preamble to that Act of Congress uses the phrase "...to make available, so far as possible, to all the people of the United States, a rapid, efficient, Nation-wide, and world-wide wire and radio communication service with adequate facilities at reasonable charges." The use of the expression is older. Theodore Weil, the founder of the Bell monopoly and erstwhile President of AT & T coined the phrase "universal service" in 1907, although he was referring to what would now be called "interconnection." Having inherited a patchwork of provision from the various companies that AT&T absorbed, he contemplated all subscribers to the various previous providers being able to telephone each other using the ubiquitous Bell telephone system. 16 Over time, the concept became synonymous with universal access to telecommunications, seen as an "essential element … of public policy" 17 and, in the United States at least, equated with another Weilian slogan, "a phone in every home."
18 Before the break-up of AT&T in 1982-4, a process of cross-subsidy from long-distance to local operators achieved penetration rates of well over 85% and ensured provision to rural and urban communities that might otherwise have been unable to afford it. "Universal service" came to mean a basic, but ubiquitous telephone service subsidised by a system of transfer charges. 17 Ibid. p104. AT&T operating companies always traded under the original "Bell" designation. 18 Mueller argues that this notion was a "second definition" of universal service, developed by AT&T as a reaction to competitive stresses it began to encounter in the 1960s and 1970s and that "Universal service policy became synonymous with regulatory manipulation of rates to make telephone service more "affordable" to residential and rural consumers." Milton Mueller, Universal service and the new Telecommunications Act: Mythology Made Law http://www.vii.org/papers/cacm.htm 19 "The "universal service" system" according to the FCC " was originally designed to make local telephone service available to all Americans at reasonable rates. In many cases, universal service policies have required that rates for certain telecommunications services be set above the cost of providing those services to generate a subsidy that could be used to reduce the rates for local service provided to residential customers. Many other federal and state programs are presently used to ensure universal service." Early History of Universal Service Proceedings, "FCC E-Rate Home Page," http://www.fcc.gov/learnnet/ It is also arguable that the concept of universal service has its roots in US telecommunications regulatory practice from the 1960s onwards.
20 What is certain is that the expression made its legislative debut in the Universal Telephone Service Preservation Act of 1984, which followed the divestiture of AT&T (competed in 1984) and the creation of the Bell Regional Operating companies (RBOCs). Once AT&T's long-distance business had been separated from its regional and local operations, a system of access charges had to be devised between long-distance and local providers. This, if fully implemented would destroy the subsidies from longdistance enjoyed by many groups, rural and urban and would lead to significant increases in telephone charges. The Act attempted to keep such charges to a minimum and "preserved many of the old subsidy mechanisms."
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It is not necessary for the purposes of this paper to explain in detail the provisions of the federal Telecommunications Act 1996 22 other than to say that the universal service 23 system established by Section 254 expands both the categories of companies that contribute to the off-setting or "subsidy" of telecommunications rates and the categories of customers who benefit from discounts. It highlights services to particular sectors (schools, libraries, and health care providers as well as residential and rural customers) and establishes seven "guiding principles" for the "preservation and advancement" of universal service by the FCC.
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The deregulation and privatisation of telecommunications in Britain and Europe during the 1980s and 1990s stimulated debate over the precise definition of "universal service". In Britain, at least, the link between "universal service" and the concept of the "public interest" was strong. It is a convincing argument that the concept of nationalisation of major industries was at least in part born out of a desire to provide "universal service" to all regardless of social position. In Britain these nationalised public utilities sought to provide these services and to act in the "public interest". In practice this concept was ill-defined and led to some critical problems in the way these industries were run. 25 Universal service in telecommunications was achieved, if at all by a degree of cross-subsidy. This clearly happened in the United States telecommunications market where profitable long distance calls 26 subsidised very cheap or even free local calls and telephones to all. Although telecommunications was in the hands of a private monopoly, US policy both at Federal and state level allowed this monopolistic process to continue because of its perceived social and governance benefits. In essence "universal service could be provided, but at the expense of competitive policy of long distance". 27 This was underlined by a statutory definition of universal service: "To make available, so far as possible, to all the people of the United States, a rapid, efficient, nation-wide and world-wide wire and telecommunications service with adequate facilities at reasonable charges" 28 .
Developments in the United States undoubtedly influenced events internationally. The Telecommunications Services Reference Paper of 24 April 1996 29 agreed by the negotiating group on basic telecommunications at the WTO, one of the outcomes of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) recognises signatories' right to make provision for universal service: "Any Member has the right to define the kind of universal service obligation it wishes to maintain. Such obligations will not be regarded as anti-competitive per se, provided they are administered in a transparent, non-discriminatory and competitively neutral manner and are not more burdensome than necessary for the kind of universal service defined by the Member."
The processes of privatisation and deregulation of nationalised industries in all instances "raised some serious questions about the policy of universal service" 30 Liberalisation in Britain presaged such attempts to define universal service, but as part of the privatisation process it was necessary to emphasise that public services would remain protected. Condition 1 of British Telecom's licence stated that the company is obliged to provide to every person that so requests "voice telephony services, other telecommunication services consisting in the conveying of messages except to the extent that the Director (of OFTEL) is satisfied that any reasonable demand is or is to be met by other means". 35 This statement is fairly broad in its terms and does not comprise a definition of universal service. The conditions of the licence in toto, however did amount to the elements of a definition.
The onset of full liberalisation in the British and European markets caused concern among major telecommunications operators who feared being subjected to competition from competitors who, unlike them were not under universal service obligations. This same argument of the potential for "cream-skimming" of profitable business by competitors had proved a major obstacle to the enactment of the Telecommunications Act 1996 in the United States until the funding of universal service obligations was agreed. Initially the Director General of Oftel conceded this argument to British Telecom and argued that interconnection payments be made by other operators.
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In practice these were extremely limited with only Mercury communications making a payment for international calls which terminated in 1996.
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By the time Oftel concluded a detailed examination of the nature of universal service in Britain in 1995 and published its statement on Universal Service in 1997 38 Oftel's position had changed. The precise content of universal service was defined in basic terms:
• a connection to the fixed network able to support voice telephony and low speed data and fax transmission;
• the option of a more restricted service package at low cost;
• reasonable geographic access to public call boxes across the UK at affordable prices.
This stood until September 2001 and even after that Oftel's definition of universal service remained largely unchanged. 39 The statement on call boxes was replaced by a statement on disconnection that emphasised the need for BT to have "proportionate and non-discriminatory disconnection procedures which are published and made publicly available," 40 but, despite the extent of technological developments the 33 The Commission undertook an investigation into the concept in 1993: see COM (93) definition was not expanded to include enhanced Internet services. 41 Potentially more influential were developments in Brussels.
In response to the European Commission's initiatives the major European telecommunications providers argued, much as BT had done with Oftel, that they would be hampered in a competitive environment by their obligation to provide uneconomic services, even though there was a large discrepancy between the standards of universal service applied across the European Union, particularly as between northern and southern Europe. One academic puts it as strongly as this: "In some member states universal service was no more than a fiction". 42 After lengthy debates the Council of Ministers adopted a definition of USP in the Green Paper on Infrastructure:
43 "access to a defined minimum service of specified quality to all users at an affordable price based on the principles of universality, equality and continuity". This was neither specific in the details nor standardised in application to Member States because of the stress placed on subsidiarity. It did however recognise that as technology advances the definition may have to alter: "The concept of universal service adopted by the Community is dynamic and will over time come to include advanced services". More importantly, the definition encompassed the sharing of the cost burden and allowed for the establishment of a Universal Service Fund (USF) to which all operators would contribute -again, subject to subsidiarity and influenced by the French system where the concept of "service publique" equates with universal service and a USF which is levied on each operator.
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This placed Oftel under an obligation to re-examine BTs' claim that they bore an unfair financial burden under its universal service obligations and to share the costs with other operators. Oftel determined that the cost "was not an undue burden on the company" 45 and provided a detailed explanation of the economic benefits to BT in providing universal service. As an analysis of economic benefits, rather than the more usual identification of the social benefits of universal service this analysis was unique. 46 The benefits included the fact that the greater the size of network the greater the benefits to each subscriber; the environmental benefits of relying on direct communications rather than physical transport; that public services are more efficient if extensively connected to a telecommunications network; and the clear benefits to the education system. Oftel also isolated the costs to BT in meeting these services and argued that they were not of proportions to justify sharing costs. BT had a significant net benefit as a Universal Service Provider and an additional burden on potential competitors would not help the competitive environment. This position was maintained throughout the four year period of 1997-2001, even though it was subject 41 This will be discussed below.
42 Sauter(1996) to review during that period and restated in the 2001 document. 47 BT continues exclusively to bear the cost of universal service.
As part of the establishment of the common regulatory framework for electronic communications networks and services 48 Directive 2002/22/EC on universal service and users' rights relating to electronic networks and services 49 states that "The concept of universal service should evolve to reflect advances in technology". 50 It also states that the obligation is to provide a single narrowband connection to support transmission of speech and data communications "at data rates … sufficient to permit functional Internet access, taking into account prevailing technologies used by the majority of subscribers and technological feasibility." 51 This reinforces the policy that public telephone access should be fast enough to support access to the "public Internet" 52 , although it does not mandate a specific transmission rate for member states to comply with. Recital 8 to the Directive specifically states that it is "not appropriate to mandate a specific data or bit rate at Community level." However the directive allows for a review after two years of universal service that will take into account technological developments.
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In the United Kingdom, Oftel since its original Universal Telecommunications Statement in 1997 consistently stipulated that the USO requires connection to a fixed network able to support voice telephony and low speed fax and data transmission "up to 24,000 bits/s." The Universal Service Directive had to be implemented by July 2003. This might have been problematic, if the Telecommunications bill did not become law before that date.
The implementation mechanism in the Telecommunications Act 2003 was a "universal service order" under Section 65 (1) of the Communications Act, 2003. Section 67 (1) allows Ofcom to "set any such universal service conditions as they consider appropriate for securing compliance with the obligations set out in the universal service order.'' Section 67 (7) further states that ''Universal service conditions may impose performance targets on designated universal service providers with respect to any of the matters in relation to which obligations may be imposed by such conditions.''
The legislation thus appears to allow the imposition of an obligation to provide a minimum standard of Internet connectivity that can be defined in functional terms well beyond Oftel's minimalist 24 kb/s. Oftel in its 2001 review is quite explicit: "The Universal Service Obligation (USO) is about basic telephony and data". 54 Oftel went as far as to comment that "the draft Directive on Universal Service and Users' 47 Although the issue will be included in Oftel's review of retail markets which is likely to be completed in 2002. 57 Effectively, the imposition of a broadband USO was precluded.
The Select Committee on Trade and Industry revisited the issue, but its Report seems inconclusive: ''It may be that broadband becomes so ubiquitous amongst those members of the population able to access it that those who cannot become genuinely excluded. Under such circumstances a USO might be considered. But with the market at such an early stage of development and with broadband use still confined to a small minority of Internet users, albeit a growing minority, it is far too early to judge whether this will ultimately be necessary. It is also not yet clear how widely broadband can be rolled out without resort to a USO.'' 58 The Report does, however add that ''in the absence of competition, there will clearly be an incentive for BT to slow the progress of broadband roll-out in future in order to maximise any anticipated public subsidy. It is to be hoped that local and regional efforts from public bodies and communities alike can prevent this from happening and can ensure that broadband can be made available to the maximum number of people before more direct subsidy or a USO need to be considered.'' Endorsing the Select Committee's view, David Currie cryptically precludes a broadband USO: ''We cannot consider broadband to be a USO in the traditional sense until the Brussels Directive is reviewed in 2007.'' Nevertheless, although a review of universal service obligations is not within the Review of Telecommunications currently undertaken by Ofcom, 59 the terms of reference of that review make clear that USOs will the subject of a separate review by Ofcom during 2004.
The theoretical underpinnings of Universal Service
This is an area where theoretical worlds collide -the world of a competition and the world of social policy; the world of telecommunications networks and of the Internet. It is also an area where convergence -of regulatory structures, of technologies and services -is happening and where innovation, actual and potential is acute. Access to broadband is the kind of turbulent environment where intervention in competitive structures might seem inappropriate or inadvisable. That certainly seems to be the stance taken by the present United Kingdom regulator. It is also true that many analysts are sceptical about the benefits of government intervention in dealing with the Internet. Objections range from concerns that the Internet could be subverted into a control mechanism by central authority. Foucault 61 , utilising Jeremy Bentham's image of the panopticon -a prison where ubiquitous monitoring meant that the prisoners regulated themselves -has argued that modern social control structures create a shift from state-sponsored punishment towards selfregulation. 62 Such a model can be appropriated to the Internet. 63 Ubiquitous access to an individual's Internet history leads to self-regulating criminal behaviour. There is a tendency to regard the Internet as an area that does not readily broach interference, largely because it is beyond legal frontiers. This potential of intrusive state intervention fuels suspicion of legal or governmental involvement in the Internet.
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This suspicion could be extended to initiatives to tackle the digital divide. Lessig has addressed the issues raised by "cyber-libertarian" analyses of Internet regulation.
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Although Lessig has not directly commented on universal service provisions, other than to suggest that they may be part of regulatory structures that have little application to the Internet, he has stressed the importance of regulation in encouraging innovation in this area.
66 Lessig places particular stress on the notion of "competitive neutrality." Noam suggested that a universal service system should be based on "seven neutralities," 67 of which competitive neutrality is one. Although not specifically written into the Telecommunications Act, 1996 the Federal 65 See particularly Lawrence Lessig, The Laws of Cyberspace, paper presented to Taiwan Net '98 Conference, Taipei, March 1998, http://cyber.harvard.edu/works/lessig/laws_cyberspace.pdf ; Lawrence Lessig, Code and other Laws of Cyberspace (Basic Books, 2000) . 66 Lawrence Lessig, "Innovation, Regulation, and the Internet," The American Propsect, Volume 11, Issue 10, March 27 -April 10 2000, http://www.prospect.org/print-friendly/print/V11/10/lessig-l.html. "The choice is not between regulation and no regulation. The choice is whether we architect the network to give power to network owners to regulate innovation, or whether we architect it to remove that power to regulate. Rules that entrench the right to innovate have done well for us so far. They should not be repealed because of a confusion about 'regulation.'" 67 Eli M. Noam, "Beyond Liberalization III: Reforming Universal Service," 1994 Telecommnunications Policy, 687-704, http://www.citi.columbia.edu/elinoam/articles/beyondlib3.htm.
These are: Competitive neutrality ("A new financing system should not skew the relative market strength of any carrier or of consumers' choice"); Structural neutrality ("It should not favor or disfavor integrated or unbundled provision of a service"); Technological neutrality ("It should not favor any type of transmission technology over others"); Applications and content neutrality ("It should not favor any particular use of telecommunications or type of message"); Geographical neutrality ("It should not burden any parts of the country disproportionately"); Transitional Neutrality ("There should be no shocks or windfalls to any participants due to transition to a new system"); Jurisdictional neutrality ("The new system should be integrable into the federal-state regulatory system").
Communications Commission has adopted and applied the principle of competitive neutrality.
68
Noam argues that "Universal service will endure and even expand. If anything, the politically mandated support for universal service will increase in the age of information. The argument is essentially one of public choice analysis. In a democracy, the constituencies desiring subsidisation of their telecommunications service can create an influential coalition. Regulatory policy then becomes a matter of devising a system of levies and beneficiaries. The 1996 Telecommunications Act reflects this dynamic. For all its pro-competitive rhetoric, it is a solid commitment to redistributive universal service to rural areas, the poor, the middle class, and the educational system." 69 This is not a universally accepted view. One industry chief Recently proclaimed: "The concept was flawed when it was invented, but the motive was pure. It was a socialistic motive. I'm a capitalist and I think it should be removed now. Rural America and rural India and rural China should have telephone service, but it shouldn't be subsidised."
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Provision of telecommunications is therefore almost everywhere subject, in one form or another to a universal service obligation (USO). 71 Although such an explicit obligation is a feature of the deregulated telecommunications environment, explicit and implicit USP objectives were formerly funded by the monopoly telecommunications providers through cross-subsidy, usually from business to local telephony, regardless of whether the operator were a public or a private monopoly. A range of telephone prices were maintained above marginal revenue by the monopoly supplier and the misallocated resources thus generated were diverted to funding universal services, such as public payphones and, as in the USA, "toll-free" local access. The social objectives to be achieved were generally consented to by all parties as worth the price of monopoly profit.
In a deregulated, competitive telecommunications environment, the underlying assumption is that competition will drive prices down to an extent that makes at least some objectives of USP redundant. Policymakers also recognise that competition might not deliver other, socially important objectives. It may simply be uneconomical to provide a telephone to a remote or poor household at an affordable price; but it may be socially desirable. If an obligation to provide such a service is imposed on a telecommunications provider who nevertheless has to compete with other providers, competition will be distorted unless it is clearly defined and the source of funding clearly identified. If USP is seen as the provision of a "floor of rights" for citizens, it will be necessary to identify, or create a mechanism for identifying the range of services that ought to be universally provided. or not access to the Internet is or should be part of such a "floor of rights," of a universal service obligation. This would have such serious implications for telecommunications providers under the burdens of competition that the social imperatives must be very strong before it can be contemplated.
The extension of access to electronic communications, a priority precondition for access to the "knowledge economy" is generally perceived as central to future economic and social development at all levels of society. The need to eliminate or at least minimise any "digital divide" that excludes major social groups from access to and use of, in particular the Internet is universally accepted and at a minimum expressed by the notion of a "universal service." Although this divide is admittedly closing, its very existence impacts adversely on groups socially excluded by age, social standing, race and geography. Acceptance of this essentially social inclusion agenda is clearly reflected in legislation adopting Universal Service Provisions.
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Such provisions, however, do not generally comprehend electronic access to the Internet or email, except at a most rudimentary level. Regulators on both sides of the Atlantic have steadfastly refused to encompass more than minimal Internet access within the universal service obligation, seeing it as an unnecessary burden on providers and users.
Universal Service, the Digital Divide and the Internet

In its Annual Plan for April 2004-March 2005
73 Ofcom's figures show that, whereas the take-up for Digital TV has grown to almost 50% of UK households at the rate of about 30,000 households per week and mobile phone ownership approaches 90% of households, only half of Britain's households are online (40% in Scotland). Even worse, only 20% of those, or about 10% of Britain's households have broadband Internet access. Three million households and small businesses already have taken up a broadband service -with around 40,000 households and businesses a week installing a new broadband connection." 74 A total of 3 million broadband subscribers is modest and, despite the encouraging trends in take-up 75 the current rate of increase suggests that it would take over 20 years to reach the subscriber levels of the mobile telephone.
The need remains to bridge the emerging "digital divide" and to generate "digital inclusion". Within Scotland, as early as September 2001, the Scottish Executive declared its vision: In a digitally-inclusive Scotland, the public, private and voluntary sectors will make positive use of digital technologies and the Web to improve quality of life and deliver new opportunities for disadvantaged individuals and communities. affordable; achieve significant levels of use by addressing the key barriers of motivation, trust and skills; and improve the range of platforms for accessing the Internet -in the community, via home PC, home digital television and by mobile devices. These aims are reflected in the Scottish Executive's strategy, where the emphasis was on awareness and promotion, skills development and education, community involvement and increased public access (primarily through the creation of 1,000 public Internet access points (PIAPs)). Most significantly, "the Executive is committed to bridging the digital divide and to achieving universal access to the Internet by 2005 -ensuring that everyone in Scotland has access to the Internetwhether at home, work, or through public internet access. The Executive is working to ensure that public Internet access is generally available within five miles in rural areas, and within one mile in urban areas."
77 This is not a particularly ambitious target for a significant part of a G7 country; yet the number of households online has only risen since 2000 by one third to a mere 36% in 2004 and in Scotland "People with higher incomes are six times more likely to have access to the Internet than people with low incomes." 78 The Executive's Broadband strategy was outlined in Connecting Scotland: our Broadband Future in August 2001 and "aims to promote affordable access across Scotland for the purpose of economic development and to prevent a digital divide opening up between urban and rural areas." 79 This would be done through close regulatory liaison at UK level, through progressive aggregation of public sector demand for broadband infrastructure (the "Pathfinder" aggregated procurement projects in the Highlands and Islands and the Borders) and through direct support programmes for wireless, fibre optic, power line and satellite projects. There is a profound recognition of the dangers of a deepening digital divide and its potential social consequences and a willingness to do something about it. As the UK Online Report states: "… we cannot lose sight of those who do not understand the Internet and its benefits. The potential consequences of permanent exclusion from the Internet are too considerable to ignore, even if it only affects a decreasing number of people."
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In addition to the social exclusion dimension of Internet -and more particularly Broadband -access, there is increasing sensitivity to the governance dimension: "as access levels grow, we need to ensure that a natural part of Internet adoption is the use of e-Government services." 81 There is an even greater danger: as the cost of paperless provision of government services decreases with volume, the relative cost of paperbased provision is likely to increase. As online governance and e-citizenship increases, so does the impact of the digital divide. As one commentator explains: "Those without access will be at a disadvantage -creating and maintaining paper systems in addition to electronic ones will be a costly exercise".
82 The centrality of universal public access to high-speed Internet resources heightens rather than diminishes the significance of any "digital divide". No telecommunications operator could promise "broadband Internet in every home". The alternative of financing USP through general taxation is also impossible in an era of generally low taxation and low public sector spending. Indeed, in a Scottish context the Executive does not consider the "digital divide" to be an issue simply of telecommunications:
"The digital divide is not related to a lack of telecommunications itself but to poverty, lack of awareness and low skill levels".
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Thus the chosen solution seems to focus around public access points. The UK initiative on Wired Up Communities 84 confirms this as does the Scottish Executive's announcement of a "New Opportunities Fund" of National Lottery money to provide training and community resources.
85 Also in the United States the Chairman of the Federal Communications Commission in a generally pro-liberalisation antigovernment intervention speech spoke very favourably of the e-rate programme which would wire schools and libraries to the Internet. 86 In a British and Scottish context the question remains: Will this be enough to meet the target of Internet access for all by 2005?
The Scottish Executive elaborate on the extension on public access points to the Internet on April 22 2002. 87 A £3.2 million initiative was launched by the Social Justice Minister to extend the type of locations that would serve as public access points. Any business which is able to guarantee public Internet access for at least 40 hours a week can apply for funds which would provide four computers, line rental and Internet service provision for two years. The Executive stated that the scheme will provide up to 1000 new access points across Scotland where current public provision is poor. The target is that access to the Internet will be "generally available within five miles in rural locations and around a mile in urban locations". 88 This initiative underlines the fact that simple reliance on public access points will not be enough to support universal Internet access in the next few years. However it still puts the focus on access points rather than alteration to the legal context of universal service obligation for the telecommunication companies.
One American commentator puts it boldly: "the key question in coming years will be whether to redefine the concept of universal service to embrace such services (fast Internet access etc)".
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The concern stems from a desire to encourage full involvement in a modern "Information Society". As this has advanced through the 1990s and into the twenty first century so have concerns over a "Digital Divide" creating an information "underclass" 90 who have neither knowledge nor "technology" to access the web. In the United States a section of the US Dept of Commerce, the National Telecommunications and Information Administration has established a group which examines this divide and how to reduce it. 91 Its last report in October 2000 under the Clinton administration highlighted the problem and showed that people from a Black/Hispanic background and the poorer sections of society were considerably less likely to access the Internet. 92 This policy has now completely stalled under President Bush who in his 2003 budget announced a $100 million cut in programmes designed specifically to aid disadvantaged groups' access to the Internet. A pressure group with the aim of ending the digital divide put it starkly: "The Bush administration … has abandoned the decade-long national fight to bridge the digital divide". The United Kingdom government also has a distinct department within the Cabinet Office to increase Internet awareness and use: the Office of the e-Envoy. 96 In Scotland, the Scottish Executive's initiative on "Digital Inclusion"
97 demonstrates a clear awareness of the issues raised by such a digital divide.
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With such a multitude of initiatives to expand access, to roll out broadband and to bridge the digital divide, what possible role could there be for universal service, a concept that seems, on the face of it stuck in the age of the fixed voice, analogue telephone connection?
Methodological Approach: Focus Groups
Our concern was to explore more deeply the relationship between the expanding availability of services electronically, access to them via the Internet and the provision of universal service. Data already available suggest that, although great efforts are being made to roll out and expand communications networks to ensure Internet access is available to all who want it, take-up of Internet access, especially via broadband remains patchy. The potential remains for a digital divide to persist. Further evidence was necessary to assess this and an empirical study was deemed essential. The team considered various methodologies, quantitative and qualitative, and the methodology considered most appropriate was focus groups. Eliciting information using this 91 98 At least in the Western World, the divide is also an international one with the developing world falling well behind in Internet access and use. 429 million people are online globally which accounts for 6% of the world's population, 41% of those numbers come from North America or Canada.
technique allows researchers to develop an understanding of issues relevant to a particular topic where such issues or nuances have not yet been formulated with any precision. The issues under our consideration are relatively new, relevant empirical data in this area particularly in Scotland are rare and the data and studies that exist lack specificity for the purposes of the project. Exploring broad themes through focus groups in what is after all an initial study would allow more precise techniques and methods to be adopted in future studies once the salient features had been identified.
Focus groups are a structured or organised discussion 99 relying upon "interaction within the group based on topics that are supplied by the researcher".
100 The focus group moderator can gain insights into participants' understanding and perceptions of using the Internet generally and, more specifically, of issues relating to online access to government services. The extent to which participants shared experiences and attitudes across the geographical, social and age parameters of the project could also be identified and compared.
The underlying theme of this research is the relationship between social exclusion and Internet access. If unemployment, poor skills, low income and even geographical location are factors in social exclusion in Scotland, then the expectation would be that this would be reflected in demand for and uptake of Internet access in Scotland. Approximately half of the most deprived districts in Scotland are reportedly in and around Glasgow where such factors become compounded for whole communities. A recent report predicted that by 2003 some 22 million people in the UK will be excluded by age and social class 101 . These factors are paralleled in the digital age. This is reflected in Internet access. Recent Internet penetration rates show that Scotland at 30% is well below the national average of 37%.
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Multiple deprivation takes on a new dimension in rural areas where the sporadic and remote nature of settlements makes them less visible (and inaccessible) to potential service providers. Furthermore, services that are offered are more likely to limited (especially in terms of broadband access) compared with services offered in populous central Scotland.
To promote social inclusion the Scottish Executive set up social inclusion partnerships (SIPs) to drive this strategy forward. The research undertaken in this project was predominantly within these areas. Ten focus groups were conducted in total, three in the South of Scotland, three in the Highlands and Islands and four within the Greater Glasgow area. The distinctive geographical make up of Scotland allowed us to focus on these three different regions, yet provide a balanced picture of the SIPs.
In all but two instances focus groups consisted of the participants, a moderator and a recorder. At the start of each session each individual was asked to complete a questionnaire (Appendix 1), which would be used to build a profile of the participants taking part in this research. This allowed the researchers to gain insights into the socio-demographic makeup of the groups and to quantify some of the responses, which were presented as percentages and tabulations throughout the report. The quantitative findings should be viewed with a degree of caution in terms of viability and generalising for these communities and the significance should therefore be considered within the context of the report.
The moderator facilitated the groups using an interview guide (Appendix 2), ensuring all items on the checklist were covered. Probing techniques to stimulate discussion where necessary were employed. All sessions were taped. The recorder (mainly) took notes and checked equipment during the sessions and helped administratively (two sessions involved participants and moderator only). As pre-existing groups were targeted (Appendix 3), all focus groups were conducted where the participants' regular meetings took place for their convenience. Each focus group had between three to eight participants. The participants fell within three main age groups, (15-41, 42-62 and 62 and over). Each focus group was transcribed. Comments were coded and recurrent themes identified. Exact quotations relating to these themes are provided throughout the analysis to illustrate salient points.
Findings and Analysis
Comments made during the focus groups were analysed and grouped into core themes that reflected the issues originally identified in the study and those which emerged from the data. The analysis that follows is presented using those themes as headings.
Theme 1: Types of Internet User and Associated Experiences
The initial task was to document the participants' current use of personal computers and the Internet to benchmark the impact this technology had on their lifestyles. Participants fell into one of three general categories:
• Users, active and passive;
• Potential users; and
• Uninterested participants.
Users, Active and Passive
The purpose of this classification was to map usage in terms of actual access, regardless of home PC ownership. The findings generally showed that less than half of the participants owned PCs (45.6%); yet nearly two thirds of the participants had actually been online (63.9%). This appears to confirm that there is an unmet interest in and demand for Internet access among the groups covered generally by the focus group findings.
For the purpose of this research active users range from those individuals who had used the Internet more than once to those that had made their first purchase online; passive users are those who had surfed the Internet only once.
When the data were analysed in terms of age it transpired that the overwhelming majority [88% of a total of 25 participants] of those within the 15-31 cohorts had used the Internet and would be described as active users. Most of the middle and in particular those within the 52 plus cohort had never used the Internet [69% of a total of 19 participants]. Less than a third (31%) of this age group had used the Internet and would mainly be described as passive users.
Perceptions of the Internet's functions and uses were a little more surprising. Both active and passive users held similar perceptions by of the Internet, seeing it mainly as a means of communication (25%) and as a source of information (38.3%). This was so for participants across all age groups and within the three geographical areas visited. The perceived importance of the Internet as a source of information, rather than simply an interactive mode of communications has important implications on its role in governance.
The stress on the Internet as a source of information varied depending on participants' interests and to a certain degree their age, thereby reinforcing the overall importance placed by participants on information, as opposed to communications: for example information on their local areas, hobbies, jobs and information to help with coursework or homework:
"I did my dissertation in modern studies using information from the Internet" "Look through jobs, the weather, types of news…" "You find a lot of things on the Internet that you don't find elsewhere…"
The reality, as opposed to the perception was that virtually all participants considered the Internet a tool for communication. Many mentioned they preferred to use email as a more efficient way of corresponding generally with friends and family. Younger age groups especially in the South of Scotland and Glasgow appeared to be more interested in communicating in real time over the Internet with friends and in online communities:
"I receive communications from one of my neighbour's sons who is in South America and they have not got a computer, so he just rings them when he can but he just sends emails to us and we pass them on when we can" Participants were also attuned to the perceived benefits of using the Internet for those living in isolation and those in remote communities. The distances people in remote communities have to travel in order to use public services would be eliminated if such services were available online:
"My neighbour needed one form from the post office, if it was available on the net then it would have saved her the 32 mile trip" Similarly participants highlighted the advantages for older people and those suffering from disabilities regardless of whether they personally had used the Internet. It was considered a vital means of communication for those with debilitating or restricting diseases opening a whole new way of communication when traditional methods had failed them:
"Invaluable for me because I have Parkinson's…writing by hand is difficult …so now I can write emails" Equally participants from the older age groups felt that communicating through email would alleviate seclusion felt by peer group members who were restricted from leaving their homes, providing a more efficient and convenient method of contact:
"People who cannot get out the house use it as a means of communication"
The actual and perceived benefits of Internet shopping were not significant. Participants were aware of shopping on the Internet and several had purchased tickets and other consumer goods online; but participants were wary of giving credit card and other personal details electronically. This was particularly true of the middle and older age group participants despite awareness of family and friends securing transactions successfully over the Internet:
"I would not buy on the net. I don't think its fraud free yet. I would not give my credit card details"
The youngest age groups, who were more likely to have been exposed to the Internet and computers, were also more likely to embrace these changes and felt the most confident purchasing items. Although participants expressed varied and contrasting attitudes towards the issue of security, the more pressing concerns appeared to be the speed of access to certain sites, download times and interruptions in connection:
"I've got narrowband access it's frustrating, it takes so long" "Sometimes it's really slow, my Internet connection cuts of all the time. I think it's just my server"
Despite their apparent lack of enthusiasm for online shopping, the older age groups were positive about the benefits of supermarket online shopping. Home shopping particularly with Tesco, was mentioned by all middle and older age groups. Most participants knew of someone who had purchased their shopping over the Internet: "I'd rather go to the supermarket myself and pick my own (expiry) dates rather than have someone else do it, like picking the first thing that comes to hand… in your basket and that it, you got it delivered"
On the contrary, certain older and middle age group members felt that shopping in supermarkets was a form of social interaction and for some older members, especially in rural areas this may be their only opportunity to leave their homes and meet other people:
"I think people like us, like to get out and about and if you are sitting getting everything off a computer. It makes you lazy" It was recognised that online supermarket shopping may not necessarily be the preferred choice but one more of convenience. Having to pay for the privilege was another drawback. However when the costs were weighed up against the transport fares incurred, consensus among participants was reached in terms of the benefits for those living in remote areas. Regardless of these benefits participants did not indicate whether this was something they would engage in themselves:
"It must cost more" "£5 delivery anyway" "In my street in Largs, it would cost you the train fare plus a bus fare or taxi to get to the supermarket, access is a problem, some of them are alone". "It should be there for the elderly, they are too scared to go out...they carry money with them, they don't want credit cards"
The overall attitudes of those exposed to the positive and negative aspects of Internet use remained generally positive. Those perceived benefits varied depending on the participants' personal situations, but remained positive, regardless of social or economic factors, age or other factors.
Potential users
Participants, predominantly from the South of Scotland and Glasgow within the middle and older age cohorts often expressed an interest in learning to use the Internet, even though they were unfamiliar with computers. They fell into two categories: those who had chosen to or were willing to learn and those who would be interested, but faced economic barriers.
Those in the South of Scotland focus group had enrolled for local courses on basic computer training and introductions to the Internet. Participants expressed frustration as courses were either cancelled mid-completion or prior knowledge was assumed that these participants did not possess. This mismatch was demotivating on participants and damaged their confidence to continue with courses. The disaffection was compounded for participants who had an appreciation of the opportunities and wished to explore the advantages that the Internet could bring to their daily lives. These sentiments were echoed in the middle age group in Glasgow, but their disaffection was more with the lack of knowledge and availability of training courses locally:
"…I am desperate to get started on computing…and generally at the moment we need the confidence to be able to switch it on" "I wouldn't be comfortable, too frightened of hitting the wrong button"
During further analysis it became apparent that for most older and middle age groups embracing new technologies was not for personal life enrichment per se, but for getting involved in an inevitable part of their children's or grandchildren's culture: "Children are so computer literate, I mean it is an advantage to me to be able to talk about it to them and to watch what they are doing…" "My daughter and son -a lot of their education revolves around computers and the Internet…it is part of their world and I would like to know what they are talking about basically"
The desire to become an Internet user seemed strong, largely regardless of age, status or other factors. The drivers behind this attitude seemed predominantly social rather than economic, but this may reflect a lack of exposure to the use of computers in the work environment. Attitudes were generally positive and showed a general willingness to overcome lack of technical knowledge and awareness. The desire for training suggested a need for confidence building and did not outweigh the overall desire to learn. Whether the cost of access was seen as a barrier is discussed below.
Uninterested Participants
If those who wished to use the Internet displayed a positive attitude towards its perceived benefits, then those participants who were not interested in the Internet showed a deliberate or conscious lack of interest. Such participants felt it impersonalised interaction. In terms of communication, face-to-face contact was not only preferred by these participants, but among their peer groups deviating from this was stigmatised and deemed anti-social behaviour. This attitude was predominant amongst all older groups and mentioned among middle-age groups:
"…I don't go on the Internet, I don't have the time to be bothered…If I want anybody I pick up the phone and phone them and ask what I have to ask" "I have a friend in .... and she used to do all sorts and now she spends her time on her computer, and when you speak to her she has not got time....but she is now too busy and very anti-social" "I would actually agree with that, my daughter is never off the flaming computer" "We go to this elderly forum in Prestwick, I don't think that one single person has got a computer, and they are more interested in getting together with human beings and talking"
Whether such comments showed a true preference for face-to-face interaction, a lack of understanding of the potential benefits of Internet access, or were simply a reaction against the cost and learning barriers it was difficult to determine. All that can be said is that such preference was prevalent among this group of participants and would be a factor in making Internet access available to them difficult. At the very least it suggest that public education/awareness strategise would need to be highly and effectively targeted.
Theme 2: PCs and the Internet: Cost Issues and Associated Barriers
Cost appeared to be a major factor for all participants across all geographical boundaries in terms of accessing the Internet at home. The costs highlighted by participants were mainly associated with PC ownership and ISP subscription costs.
Affordability was an issue across all groups and it was felt that government should subsidise phone bills so that they could access the Internet cheaply while others felt that unemployed people should be given reconditioned machines per household. Groups that suggested this were aware that technology was constantly changing but as long as the hardware and speed of the processor supported the Internet a high specification was not considered important.
"How does the government no get all these computers and refurbish them and give them to everybody at home, I mean what do they do with all these trade-ins, I mean everything upgrades all the time, so why do they not have something like this, these old things [pointing at PCs], it would not cost them anything."
Cost of Equipment
The initial outlay involved in purchasing a computer was of general concern to all those wishing or deliberating home access to the Internet. The investment required to purchase a personal computer was of particular concern for the unemployed and pensioners in Glasgow and the Highlands and was considered to be an exclusion barrier for those living in deprived areas:
"Cost is the main thing, you need to buy a computer before you can get the Internet" "I think we would need to get quite a big pension before we could think about that" Equipment costs were a great barrier, often appearing to be insurmountable.
Subscription Costs
Subscription costs were generally considered excessive. Older groups in the South of Scotland and the Highlands were concerned about the variety of rates for subscribing to ISPs. Shopping around for the best rates appeared to cause some confusion as did ascertaining when cheaper access was available. Participants were generally sceptical about the provision and content of "deals" to the extent that some participants were put off the idea of subscribing to the Internet altogether:
"[There are] so many service providers and people don't know how much it actually costs" "Cost of being on the Internet is a big problem. A lot of people could get into serious debt" "These things aren't cheap, I have to say to the kids to use it when it's cheaper" Access costs seemed prohibitive to most participants who were not online and excessive to those who were. At the time when this work was carried out most users and potential users were thinking in terms of dial-up access (broadband access was still generally unavailable), although most would be aware of subscription-free dialup access, such as that provided by Freeserve. Their concerns appear to reflect the perceived or actual costs of the online telephone connection.
Theme 3: Public Internet Access Points
Bearing in mind the cost barriers faced by participants, consideration was given to access to the Internet through public locations, such as schools and libraries. Such access is a key feature of government policy in meeting the access deficit without putting the burden on the telecommunications industry by expanding the universal service provision requirement to include Internet access. Participants' responses highlighted key benefits and concerns.
In remote locations where distances from services and even neighbours are significant, the benefits of Internet access are even greater. Equally, remoteness often restricts access to dial-up and for those who do not have home access PIAPs (which would now usually be broadband access) take on a particular significance.
Generally it was considered to be an advantage to have public access points. Similarly, in areas where home computer ownership was likely to be low, PIAPs would be an attractive alternative form of access. This was reflected in the areas targeted. Although each group had at least one member who was able to pinpoint a public access area, collectively there was low awareness among the participants (40.7%).
Public access points mentioned included libraries, schools, community/voluntary organisations, these were mainly located within a town centre and would be expected to service local communities as well as remote villages surrounding that area. Some groups therefore had to travel more than 15 miles in order to get to their nearest access point. For example, in the Isle of Skye there were two main public access points on the whole Island expected to accommodate approximately 12,170 people (Skye and Lochalsh):
"They've got access to the Internet at Columbo 1400 up in Staffin" "Yeah except for one minor problem there's no transport to get you there…imagine you live in Broadford and there's no Safeway there so then you travel 30 miles to get there" "You can use it in Carnegie Library, but it costs and it's so far out the way" "There are no buses is some areas to get here for example" "None of us are local here we've all travelled 10 to 15 miles to get here to use this place"
Where school or library access was available, opening times were important since access would only be available during regular school or library opening hours. This was inadequate for those groups that had commitments during the day and preferences to evening access: "I used the school once. I think it is maybe difficult for us to access it after school hours" "Access points are limited. If you want to do something you'd have a very short time to do it in"
There was a feeling amongst the older age groups that public access points were geared towards and mainly utilised by younger groups. These groups felt perturbed and lacked confidence in approaching access points hindering otherwise potential use. The above coupled with the limited number of machines available with Internet access inevitably created problems accommodating individuals and acted as a deterrent to potential users: "There's only one computer at the library, my daughter uses it but you cannae get on for the school kids" "Ayr Library in Prestwick has access during the day but not at night, because it's mainly young people that are using it" During discussions it transpired that within Glasgow the need to establish peer learning and training had been discussed and would be addressed for older people in the near future. Potentially two centres with PC and Internet access would be available for the local community and designated days or afternoons would be established for older people. As a result of this the group appeared to be more relaxed and receptive to utilising these public access points. However they were still as concerned as the other middle and older age groups about taking the initial step:
"A centre like ours, or a centre that you are used to going into where there are lots of people, you feel it is friendlier" "Once you were used to it, you could use it in a public place. I would not like to go in, if I did not know exactly what I was doing"
Participants' awareness suggested that libraries were seen as the main access point. A considerable charge was levied by libraries with some participants paying £2-3/hr for access. In more remote parts where a library serviced more than one area, travel distances to the PIAP were long.
The only means of free access that appeared to be available was through joining groups run by voluntary organisations. This again was still limited to one or two machines per organisation:
"The biggest drawback I would say is the access that we have here and the time limit because everyone wants to use it" "You can go to the library and that's £3 for half an hour…it's quite expensive"
In the South of Scotland the youth group situation, in terms of ease of access, was unique. As for school pupils, university or college students, the use of computers was readily available to them and they appeared content with the access that was available to them.
A major concern was that public buildings did not exist within certain areas. Whether new premises would need to be built or if existing locations would be used as PIAPs was therefore an issue. Security for locations with PCs was also a concern, as was vandalism. This was particularly so for those interviewed in the South of Scotland and areas within the central belt. The use of some form of monitoring or security was considered vital:
"There are a lot of community centres and halls, all of them have problems with roofs falling down. If they can't get a decent roof over them will they build new access points?" "Get broken into, PC wouldn't last 3 days" "The only public place is the library, unless you built somewhere" "There is nothing next to where I live, there is nowhere to put something like that"
The groups in Skye felt that an 'Internet café' approach would be ideal as it would not only allow individuals to acquire new skills but go some way towards rekindling the community spirit alleviating problems of isolation facing more remote communities:
"You need to think about the community we should have community cafes, where people could meet because we have the problem of isolation" "It's about keeping the community alive" "I know one particular girl who is physically handicapped and she loves being on the computer…which is something again when you are living in a rural community"
Most participants agreed that more public access was needed and unanimously opted for free access. However groups acknowledged that providing this would not be without problems. Patrolling any public access point to ensure optimum use was considered necessary. Access points would need to be local and within walking distance or a short bus/train ride away. However the logistics of this were considered to be contentious as for some more remote areas suitable bus services did not exist. This was mentioned in Skye and the South of Scotland areas. It was less of a concern within the centre of Glasgow, but was of similar concern for those living on the periphery:
"It should be in every village and club where kids can go" "There needs to be about 10 to cover Skye. You have wee towns spread around, if there were ten it would cover most of the Island" "Depends on a location where you can put in lots of PCs like town, but then if you need to go into town to access it, defeats the purpose really"
Within the South of Scotland there was a general feeling that individuals would not travel to a public place of access specifically to 'surf' the Internet. This was especially true if access was within the town centre. The groups felt that using this service would come secondary to the initial need to travel into the town centre. They felt that numbers of PCs would need to be sufficient to ensure universal access was achieved:
"If I didn't have access to a computer or the Internet at home and would have to get up and leave home and go round to the shop it would need to be really important" "If you were out in town, you would go and use it but you won't go into the Internet place for the hell of it"
Although public access was generally considered a good idea within all groups and benefits could be seen for communities. The participants felt that having PC access within their homes would be a preference. Participants that already owned computers said they would prefer just to use their own PC. They felt that their respective communities would also share these sentiments:
"I'd prefer to use it at home, you don't have to go anywhere, it's less hassle" "I would like it in my house if I could afford it"
Although PIAPs were the main potential Internet access for those participants who were not online at home (and even, it is reasonable to speculate for those who were online, but not on broadband), the disadvantages were several: distance, limited access, environment and ambiance (at least for some participants) and, most significantly, cost. Attitudes overall were not negative, but real and perceived barriers were.
Theme 4: Government Services Online
Attitudes varied between older and younger groups on accessing government services. Older and middle age groups felt that they would like to lobby government or write to their SMPs/MPs and would be interested in changes, legislative or otherwise that affected their local areas. Amongst younger people -perhaps unsurprisingly -there was a general alienation from accessing any government or public service. Several factors appear to influence those attitudes.
Older and middle age groups in the Highlands who were currently using electronic mail to contact various organisations and local government appeared interested and were the most receptive to accessing government services online. Drawing from their personal experiences groups pointed out the efficiency and directness that emailing afforded them and felt that a quicker response was achieved than mailing using the traditional methods:
"If you write a letter or phone up the district council, it's a waste of a phone call and waste of a stamp. Something that could link you to them straight away would be good" "I have never written to any sort of official bodies, I mean I have sent emails to firms and I have found it much more personal, rather than sending letters, it obviously gets right to them as they are closely involved and you feel as if they really are much more chatty, it is much more informal and you feel as if you are getting somewhere, especially when you have made complaints about something like that. You seem to get right to the person that matters and get a response quickly"
Overall it appeared that once the above discussions had been initiated the remaining participants could empathise with the advantages of interfacing with government departments. However they were not entirely convinced of any personal benefits that could be reaped. This has implications for investing in re-education and training programmes to influence people's mindsets and encouraging communities to embrace this change.
The younger groups were particularly disinterested in anything to do with the Government. The only time that a positive discussion was achieved was when the moderator advocated the notion of voting online. Most felt that this would be advantageous, and especially within communities that were remote. Generally groups that discussed this felt that voting would actually increase if this was an option. It was felt that if this was available to individuals at their finger-tips it would be more convenient and take away the need to travel to public places to lodge their votes. This would be a particular advantage to the housebound, disabled, those working beyond opening times of polling stations and generally for those who would otherwise be dissuaded by bad weather. This would also open up opportunities for those on vacation or working abroad:
"A lot more people would vote if you could just log on instead of going to polling stations, less hassle" "People like my mum and dad who are away on business, my sister was away on holiday she could have logged on abroad and voted online"
To assess attitudes towards accessing government services online, Participants were asked for a response to the hypothetical possibility that government services were only available online. Their responses are shown in the following Table 1 As can be seen from Table 1 above although face-to-face interaction was important (20.8%) the majority (43.8%) still considered that a choice of access methods should be available. Comments made suggest that the right to decide how to access government services was an individual's and therefore options should be made available to them. Also access methods would need to retain flexibility to ensure they were inclusive to all sections of community. Particular worries about whether information on rights to benefits and pensions only being available online were expressed by older and middle age groups. It was felt that some form of personal contact would always be needed in order to explain any points that they were unsure of.
"I would prefer to go and speak to the person, because that way I would get a straight answer, I would not get a straight answer on the computer, I would get jargon"
Overall attitudes towards PIAPs were not negative, but the perceived practical problems coloured reactions: where could they be located (if at all); how would they be kept safe and usable? Attitudes were generally open about advantages of Internet access and, in terms of governance, attitudes among older participants were positive.
Theme 5: Recommendations for expanding Internet access
By way of concluding the discussion the moderator encouraged the participants to discuss recommendations that would ensure the government targets were met by 2005 in terms of Internet access.
Responses varied according to group: for example the older groups tended to emphasise education and training as central whereas the younger participants had all had direct recent experience of such training at school or college. However they agreed that older members of the community may need some form of training to use computers and the Internet.
"My problem is that they put me in front of a computer, and they gave me a recorded thing, which they stuck the things in my ear. It was telling me what to do and it was coming up in the screen telling me what to do. Use the mouse, but there was no detailed instructions. I could follow at my own speed to try and get it. Unfortunately, I have one of those kind of minds that I want to understand the thing and my daughter says that is my problem, you don't have to understand how it works, you just accept it does work but I have not managed to get past that so I need something to teach me how to use the thing properly without all that paraphernalia, but just to use the actual machine…"
"We know how to use it naturally, we grew up with it, anyone who didn't use it at school would need to go on a course to learn how to use it…"
There was unanimous agreement that the convenience of access points was central if the target was increased access to the Internet. This included location. Public access areas would need to be adequately resourced in terms of computers available to cut down on waiting time and cost of use would need to be low or free in order to attract those that would otherwise be excluded. This was considered necessary across all geographical regions.
"If they have one in Broadford, Staffin, Portree so nobody loses out. There needs to be about 10 to cover Skye. You have wee towns spread around. If there were 10 it would cover most of the Island, but it depends who uses them. In the remote parts you could put it in the chapel or in the church, it's free to all the people" "Going hunting for a place to tap into the net is difficult and I'm easily side tracked. I would access it more if there was somewhere nearby"
In addition to the expansion of access points there was interest in the idea of government promoting and subsidising the use of computers at home. This would overcome some of the barriers participants felt over the use of public access points.
"I think the phone access should be free, more cause for people to go along. If they completed the course give them a free year's subscription. That would be a good incentive. Educate them to use it"
On the promotion of government services online while it was difficult to illicit any response at all from the younger groups, other participants would be wary of choice being refused and not being able to access public services in a more "traditional" way.
"Everybody needs options: options are getting taken away here" "You want a person there not a machine"
Another central issue that participants raised was the involvement of the community in the promotion of public access points. This covered issues such as consultation with communities to discuss where to site access points. But publicising access points to the broader community and the support given to those wanting to use the service was also seen as important -this crossed the age and geographic divide.
"You need to have the support of the people, need to ask what the people want" "They'll (the government) need to advertise access points heavily" "They could pay for buses into town" "…they should look at what's needed in different areas like maybe put more access points in council areas"
The predominant interface to the Internet is the computer. Most respondents were aware that the Internet was available through other interfaces such as digital television and set-top boxes. Those that mentioned using the Internet through television felt it could cope with basic communication through email but problems arose when attachments needed to be sent. Interestingly some groups in the South of Scotland and Glasgow mentioned that using the television as an interface to the Internet would not be their preferred option. The television was usually mutually owned within a shared communal living space and therefore access to the Internet would encroach on family viewing time.
Younger participants mentioned using mobile phones, but as this only supported a limited amount of sites that were predominantly text based they felt this was restrictive and would not be a preferred method of contact until the technology improved.
Theme 6: Ethnic Minorities
Any future strategy to be truly inclusive would need to ensure that access to services is universal. One of the Glasgow based groups was selected from the visible minorities to reflect the makeup and diversity of central Scotland and Glasgow. The participants from this group were exclusively of South Asian origin. The focus group was conducted similarly to that of the other groups. However questions were built in to highlight any cultural differences that may exist. The participants in this group fell within the younger age cohort established previously and as such experiences and usage of the Internet were akin to their white counterparts. Furthermore, although not explicitly researched, participants from this group appeared to suggest that these parallels would not exist with older members of minority ethnic and mainstream communities. Researchers are aware that direct and more in-depth contact would be required to establish nuances accurately faced by these communities and are essentially provided here to highlight the variances that may exist. Participants felt that language barriers may exist for some senior members of their communities. Participants stated that within their families older members appeared to be curious about using the Internet but would feel more comfortable learning or accessing it at home. The group conceded that any training courses that were provided would need to be tailored for older members and provided within their communities. Participants appeared to suggest that public access points were least likely to be utilised by older members of their communities.
Conclusions from Focus Group Research.
We are aware of the limitations of the evidence produced by this research. The use of focus groups necessarily means that the research makes use of a small sample and is qualitative in nature. We draw no conclusions that would require valid statistical analysis. Useful conclusions based on the attitudinal findings can however be usefully drawn and these can provide insights into the nature, if not the extent of the issues.
7.1 Issues behind digital divide in Scotland.
Although no statistically valid conclusions can be drawn from the fact that less than half of the participants owned pcs, this figure at least was in line with published statistics. More significant was that about a third of participants had never been online and this included about two thirds of the older age groups. This pattern was confirmed by and reflected in the attitudes of the uninterested participants. No statistically valid extrapolation may be made; but at least it is an indication that a major component of the digital divide are those, especially in those aged over 42, who because of education, social background or work experience have never been exposed to computers and the Internet. The implication is that an attitudinal shift in this group is important, but will be difficult to achieve. By contrast, the positive attitudes of those who have been exposed to computers and the Internet, especially the younger age groups, and of those in remote and rural locations, suggests that failure to satisfy their desire for access might alienate them further. All groups preferred the idea of accessing the Internet from home, once adequately trained. The cost for many, real or perceived was prohibitive. Although there was general support for direct or indirect public funding for the provision of hardware to families in need, 103 few saw answers to their further concerns over the future cost of accessing the Internet through the domestic phone line.
The suggestion is that the pattern of attitudes and the pattern of needs is complex and does not require standard solutions. For some in the older age groups, it might simply be a matter of information and education; for socially deprived youngsters, a matter of affordable access. Age, location and social position are all contributory factors.
7.2 Awareness, confidence and training.
Given the lack of Internet access at home and the corresponding lack of confidence in using these services many of the participants acknowledged the importance of skills training. This is true particularly for the participants identified through the research as potentially interested. Courses were seen as remote and not specific to their needs. This was particularly true for the older groups and those drawn from the ethnic minority community. Moreover this experience is not likely to encourage the groups identified in the research that have no interest at all in accessing the Internet. Bearing in mind the importance of this group as a key component of the digital divide, efforts to reach them will demand more than training: it will require direct targeting and advertising. The attitudes expressed by this group suggested that lack of awareness and fear of technology make them wary, rather than uninterested.
Government services online
The digital divide would be exacerbated if public services became accessible on-line and a significant minority of the population could not access it. There was a mixed response to the desirability of accessing public services electronically. Particularly amongst the older and middle-aged group there was a clear feeling that a choice must be maintained between accessing services online and face-to-face. Younger people from disadvantaged areas, although generally more able to access the Internet still feel excluded from aspects of Internet access specifically the use of government services on-line.
It is one of the ironies of the research that the group most able to access government services -the younger active Internet user -has the least interest in doing so. This seems largely a consequence of broader societal issues not really addressed by government e-strategy 104 . One note of encouragement was the potential interest in the use of the Internet for voting. The British Government has now launched a consultation paper on developing this idea. 105 This follows several pilot projects that were used in the English local elections in May 2002.
Public Internet access points
There was a general scepticism about PIAPs as a solution to the Internet access problems faced by many participants. The overall impression was that public access points would need to be targeted at specific groups, rather than be generally available. Older participants, for example were concerned about using PIAPs dominated by young people. The attitude amongst young people was that access points were not in locations where they would want to be. All groups were concerned about opening hours and cost. The rural groups saw little benefit in public access points unless they were located to make sure they were accessible by all. The general perception was that finding appropriate locations would be difficult.
It is ironic that whereas the universal service obligation on telecommunications providers to provide public pay telephones is obsolescent, its replacement with an obligation to provide public access to the Internet is never mooted. The question remains: should the public sector, , the taxpayer bear the cost of an obligation formerly imposed on providers, or should the telecommunications industry bear the cost as part of their USO? In reality, Internet access at public phone booths is already appearing, but both the British government and the Scottish Executive have focussed on the provision of PIAPs funded through the public purse to promote Internet use. Our admittedly initial research suggests that this strategy is unlikely to fulfil the rhetoric of the "information society for all."
Almost by way of postscript, the findings also suggest that reliance on alternative methods for accessing the Internet, for example through digital television was not favourably considered. Convergence of technologies and expansion of the options for Internet will remain an issue, but the implication is that unless they meet consumer needs, they are unlikely to be considered by them as viable alternatives. 
Conclusion: the Access Deficit
We set out to examine, in the context of access to the Internet, perceptions and attitudes within Scotland, amongst groups most likely to be affected, towards the digital divide. We were particularly keen to understand such perceptions and attitudes at a time when, partly through the onset of much more powerful broadband access, government services and interaction with government services more generally are increasingly digitised and online.
What we discovered and what this paper has argued is that such a digital divide exists and is widening. The divide is creating an "access deficit", rather than a provision deficit, because major steps are being taken to ensure the expansion of broadband provision and these are likely to be expanded. Provision, however does not itself secure access for significant segments of the population.
We have also argued that new, governance imperatives are driving Internet access. These do not readily appear to fit into the set of hitherto social imperatives on which the concept of universal service, now a recognised part of all telecommunications regulatory structures, has been based. The new technology has changed the imperatives and makes universal service appear to be more and more a peculiarity of the old terrestrial, copper wire telephone network. This would be unfortunate.
The potential for the digital divide to worsen has been generally recognised and in the United Kingdom and in Scotland in particular the response has come on many fronts. Large amounts of public resources are being spent to support education projects, the rolling out of broadband projects to reach remote and rural communities to provide public Internet access point in urban areas and so on.
Our suggestion is that, no matter how extensive or co-ordinated such efforts are, they may not be enough to remedy the access deficit. There is an understandable unwillingness, on the part of regulators to be seen to interfere with competitive structures. But such structures cannot -indeed should not -deliver the kinds of social or governance objectives predicated by universal service provision. As long as such competitive markets have not "failed" in the economic sense, they cannot deliver uneconomic social objectives. Certainly the regulatory structures that we have set up -regulators that are independent of government -should feel uncomfortable about mandating interference with competitive forces, with all the unintended consequence that might accompany such interference. But unless someone does intervene, the access deficit will persist -and the consequences of that are equally unpalatable and unpredictable.
There is therefore a clash -not of ideologies, but certainly of policy. It is a conflict between "e-policy" and regulatory policy. Yet that is precisely the clash that the very concept of universal service, with its roots in the US regulatory system, is intended to resolve. Simply to define speed of access to the Internet in terms so limited that it ensures that it cannot form part of the universal service obligation is to ignore the social and now governance imperatives generating the access deficit. Perhaps the time has really come for a serious reconsideration.
